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Abstract

Recent research points to the need for a specific research focus on language task engagement
because task engagement can lead to increased motivation, persistence, satisfaction, and
learner achievement (Early, Rogge, & Deci, 2014, Henri, Halverson, & Graham, 2015, Reeve
& Lee, 2014); a major gap in the research in this area is the lack of a unifying model. This
study responds to this gap in order to move understandings of language task engagement
forward. To meet this purpose, the present study applies both descriptive and statistical data
to develop and validate a model of language task engagement. The article describes the
exploration of language task engagement from two main sources: 1) the large body of literature
around engagement, which was used as one source of data for model-building, and 2) online
surveys of student, teacher, and researcher perspectives that were collected and analyzed from
multiple sources and contexts. To explain the model, the article first presents a brief
Justification for exploring the engagement construct, differentiating task engagement from
related concepts. The paper then outlines the study methodology, presents and describes the
model based on the literature and other data, and provides conclusions and recommendations.

There is good reason to address the construct of language task engagement; one reason is that
not enough is known about engagement in general. The construct is embedded in what scholars
describe as different types of student engagement; these include disciplinary (e.g., Wang,
Fredricks, Ye, Hofkens, & Linn, 2016), situational (e.g., Inkinen et al., 2019), and class
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engagement (e.g., Nufez & Leon, 2019). Most often mentioned in the literature
is school engagement (also called contextual engagement), which is students’ general
commitment to participate in schooling (Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003). As Moreira,
Cunha, and Inman (2019) assert, there is much that is still unknown about the multiple
dimensions of the engagement construct, and that is one reason to study it.

A more specific way to look at engagement is in the notion of task engagement. In this study,
“task” is defined as a classroom activity or exercise with

1. one or more clear goals,
2. a sequence or process for meeting those goals, and
3. a specific beginning and end.

Originally defined as time-on-task, that is, the time a learner spends on a classroom activity
(van Gog, 2013), task engagement has also been considered as effort quality and amount of
student interaction (Alsawaier, 2018). More recently, task engagement has come to refer to a
more complex interplay of concepts. For example, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) and his colleagues
encapsulated many of these concepts in the construct of “flow” (e.g., Almetev, 2018;
Cavanagh, 2014; Gardiner, 2017; Ghani & Deshpande, 1994). Studies of flow in language
learning (see, e.g., Amini, Ayari, & Amini, 2016; Egbert, 2003; Liu, Wang, & Tai, 2016;
Markovic, 2020; Mirlohi, Egbert, & Ghonsooly, 2011; Tardy & Snyder, 2004) have provided
evidence that deep task involvement can be experienced in language classrooms, is engendered
by a variety of factors, is fluid, and can lead to willingness to communicate and greater language
learning. However, while the construct of flow addresses optimal experience, some researchers
assert that it does not address the overall complexity and range of task engagement (see, e.g.,
Christenson, Reschly, & Wylie, 2012; Taylor, 2016). Vasalampi, et al. (2016) define task
engagement as showing “commitment and involvement in a learning task™ (p. 46), but they and
many others note a lack of deep understanding of language task engagement (see, for example,
Mercer, 2019). The potential benefits of task engagement to language learning are additional
reasons to study it.

Oga-Baldwin (2019) asserts that engagement is “perhaps one of the most crucial steps in
predicting how students succeed at languages in formal education settings” (p. 4). More
research on task engagement is clearly needed, particularly in the area of language learning
(Aubrey, King, & Almukhaild, 2020; Olga-Baldwin, 2019). The gap that this work fills, then,
is the creation of a model that integrates available and collected information about language
task engagement. It attempts to eliminate the competition between various definitions and
related attributes and offer a cohesive model that includes relevant pieces of evidence-based
importance. To do so, it reviews both the broader literature around engagement and the specific
data collected from language teachers, learners, and researchers. Because the literature was
considered part of the data for the study, the literature “review” is included in the findings
section.
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Methodology
Research Team

Nine researchers participated in this project. All team members were involved in every aspect
of the study, from literature review and data collection to data coding and model development.

At the university in the US Pacific Northwest where the project was centered, one professor
emeritus, one full professor (project lead), one adjunct instructor, and two doctoral students
participated. Other team members included faculty members from Hong Kong, Korea, the
southeastern US, and the Republic of North Macedonia.

Data Sources and Analysis

Along with evidence from previous studies conducted by members of the research team (e.g.,
Egbert, 2003; Egbert, & Abobaker, 2018; Egbert & Borysenko, 2018), documents and
descriptive evidence from researchers’ classrooms and on-going studies contributed to the
creation of the model. For this study, the research team also reviewed the current literature on
engagement and constructed and implemented a set of surveys of English language teachers
and English as second/foreign language (ESL/EFL) students. These latter two data sources and
their analyses are described below.

Literature. To explore the evidence around task engagement, we first conducted a literature
review of existing studies, instruments (e.g., Wigfield & Guthrie’s 1997 MRQ), teacher
anecdotes, and theories to discern the most salient elements of language task engagement. Also
included were articles from peer-reviewed journals dating from 1987-2020, including current
in-press empirical studies and theoretical/ conceptual essays from sources such
as ResearchGate (researchgate.net). All of the items included engagement as a keyword either
in the title or the text of the item and were included regardless of methodological framework.

Each team member chose articles to read. Ultimately, the team reviewed more than 200 items.
Team members created summaries in a shared spreadsheet of each article that included five
items: (1) instruments and measures used; (2) proposed engagement elements, (3) conditions
for engagement, (4) precursors, facilitators, and antecedents for engagement, and (5) outcomes
of engagement. These and other data directly relevant to task engagement were included in a
shared spreadsheet until the information became highly redundant. These summaries were read
by the team members before meeting to discuss the model in order to uncover repeated themes
and other relevant ideas, and during model-building discussions the ideas in the summaries
(e.g., mentions of “interest”) were aggregated using the “search” feature.

Formal student and teacher surveys. Two formal, anonymous online surveys were employed
to gather data about facilitators of task engagement, one for teachers and one for students. The
student survey was composed of six demographic questions (four multiple choice and two
open-ended), followed by four open-ended focus questions (found in Appendix A). The
demographic/ background questions inquired about the respondents’ place of birth, current
place of study, first language, academic level, language proficiency level, and gender. The
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open-ended questions targeted the respondents’ favorite activities in general (and the reason
why they were preferred), activities they would rather do than what they currently did in class,
and what they preferred a teacher do in class. Based on the published literature, including
previous studies by team members, the focus questions provided respondents with the
opportunity to make both broad and specific statements and to add to the data regarding what
students say engages them.

The online teacher survey was composed of six demographic and two open-ended focus
questions (in Appendix B). The demographic questions tapped the respondents’ place of birth,
current teaching location, first language, teaching level, duration of practice, and gender.
The open-ended items inquired about how the respondents engaged their students and when
they believed students were engaged. These data added additional perspectives on what might
engage students and why they become (or do not become) engaged. This study complied with
standards of research involving humans as subjects, including that all participants responded
voluntarily and no identifying information was collected.

In addition to being provided in English, the surveys were translated into 10 languages (Arabic,
Chinese simplified, Chinese Traditional, Indonesian, Korean, Persian/Farsi, Russian, Spanish,
Ukrainian, Turkish) by team members and colleagues in other countries who volunteered to
participate; they were then back-translated and created using Qualtrics web-based survey-
development software (Qualtrics, 2018). The introduction page of the survey asked respondents
to complete the survey in the language in which they felt most comfortable.

The online surveys were provided to faculty members and students in the field through personal
messages, professional list-servs, and face-to-face meetings. These colleagues then passed on
the survey link to others and a snowball effect helped to obtain additional responses. Table 1
shows the overall number of responses in each language from students and teachers. However,
the language used for the survey does not imply any specific country of either origin or study;
in addition to students with the 10 language backgrounds in which the survey was offered,
students from other language backgrounds also completed the survey. These included, for
example, a Japanese student who completed the survey in Chinese, one student from India and
one from Germany in English, and one from Cyprus who took the survey in Russian. Further,
38 Macedonian students whose L1 is Macedonian completed the survey in English, as did five
students who were born and live in Macedonia but are Albanians (with Albanian as L1 and
Macedonian as L2) and one student born in Macedonia but of Turkish heritage.
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Table 1. Student and Teacher Responses and Survey Language.

Language Student Responses Teacher Responses
Arabic 18 4
Chinese simplified 396 54
Chinese Traditional 0 2
English 82 84
Indonesian 0 0
Korean 58 4
Persian/Farsi 40 8
Russian 4 0
Spanish 1 0
Ukrainian 8 4
Turkish 1 0
TOTALS: 608 160

The survey responses completed in various languages were translated into English and then
checked another time for accuracy by native speakers of the language of the survey. Sets of
surveys were coded by pairs of researchers using a coding scheme that was created based on
subsets of the data. The coding scheme was revised and retested with four researchers three
times. A final revision was normed with the whole research team and supported with written
explanations of details such as how to decide how to discern meaning units. The scheme
consisted of nine category codes (e.g., Tools, Strategies, Authenticity, etc.) and 84 sub-codes
(e.g., self-efficacy, connection to language, real-world, current and future academics,
interactions with peers, teachers, and/or experts). Coders then assigned one code to each
meaning unit in the data (see Dao, 2019, for an explanation). Data with no sub-code fit were
coded in the broader category.

Each set of researchers coded the data individually and then met to reconcile differences. The
results of initial inter-coder reliability showed a high rate of agreement between the coders
(from 78% to 100%, with an average of 95%). All data were then reconciled through discussion
to 100%. The 3,995 individual codes (designated “comments” in the rest of this article) were
entered into a spreadsheet. Finally, descriptive statistics were conducted for each language
group and for teacher and learner groups separately.

Further, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) techniques were used to examine the engagement
facilitators coded from responses to each teacher and student question in the formal surveys. A
dichotomous indicator was calculated for each engagement facilitator to represent the presence
or absence of the facilitator for a single question. This produced 54 dichotomous indicators
(nine for each question). CFA models were then built using the indicators for each question
and estimated using MPLUS 8.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2017). Model fit was assessed using
Chi-square, CFI, RMSEA, and SRMR. If the model fit was inadequate according to established
fit thresholds (i.e., CFI > .95, RMSEA < .06, SRMR < .08; Hu & Bentler, 1999) then the
indicator with the lowest R-square was eliminated and the model re-estimated. Figure 1 shows
an example of the CFA model for Teacher question 7. Panel A of the Figure shows the initial
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model estimated with all nine indicators which would not converge to produce estimates. Panel
B shows the reduced model with the best fit (c2 = 8.90 p = .45, CFI = 1.0 RMSEA = 0.0 (0.0,
0.09) SRMR = .08).

Panel A

Engagement
Q7

PanelB

Engagement
Q7

I, I, I, I, Iy I,

Figure 1. Example of the Full CFA Model (Panel A) and Final CFA Model (Panel B) for
Teacher Question 7.

Table 2 shows the fit statistics for the final models for all six student and teacher questions.
Only one model (Student Q9) produced a significant Chi-square and one model produced a CFI
well below the .95 threshold (Student Q8), indicating a lack of fit for those models. This makes
sense because of the differences in the content of each question asked. Therefore, overall fit
statistics, as well as factors including parsimony, response count, and lack of improvement in
models with fewer terms, led us to accept the model of the engagement facilitators that were
the most meaningful in answering the teacher and student questions.

Table 2. Final Model Fit Statistics.

Question CFI RMSEA RMSEA 95% CI SRMR Chi-square p-value
Teacher 1.000  0.000 (0.000, 0.089)  0.083 8.904 0.446
8 1.000  0.000 (0.000, 0.096)  0.085 3.770 0.583
7 0996 0.016 (0.000, 0.086)  0.030 2.297 0.317
Student 8 0916 0.039 (0.000, 0.067)  0.087 16.819 0.052
9 0.945 0.043 (0.014,0.071)  0.082 18.669 0.028
10 0.957 0.022 (0.000, 0.048) 0.074 17.817 0.215

Table 3 illustrates the engagement facilitators that were significant elements in the final factor
models for each teacher and student question. Cells with significant loadings only (p <.05) are
shown in the Table, denoting which engagement facilitators were significant indicators for the
final factor models estimated for each question. Blank cells denote indicators that did not load
onto the final factor model for each particular question. For example, the final factor model for
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teacher question 7 shows significant loadings for the engagement facilitators authenticity,
autonomy, learning support, and interest, while the social interaction and challenge were non-
significant. Standardized loadings are shown for the teacher questions, while unstandardized
are shown for the student loadings due to estimation problems encountered with the student
models.

Table 3. Results of Confirmatory Factor Modeling of Engagement Facilitators by
Question.

Teacher Student
(Standardized) (Unstandardized)
Engagement

Number Cgﬂﬁator Q7 Q8 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10
1. Authenticity -0.535 0.433 — 5.219 -0.287 1431
2. Social interaction — — 0477 2.609 1.051 4715
3. Challenge — — — 1.956 — —

4. Autonomy -0.813 — — 1.898 — 1.197
S. Learning Support -0.311 0.463 — — — 2.742
6. Interest -0.190 -0.470 — 5.802 -0.680  0.525

Loadings are shown for each engagement facilitator that was a significant (p < .05) indicator
for the final factor model estimated for each question.

A major limitation of the formal surveys analysis is the interpretation of results given that
responses were coded by a rater after obtaining written responses from participants. This leads
to questions while interpreting individual loadings and the resultant factors themselves within
the context of each survey question; however, a content analysis shows that this is a reasonable
outcome based on the framing of the survey questions.

Informal surveys. In order to gain additional data, an informal digital survey using
PollEverywhere software was composed of two open-ended questions in English that asked
attendees at sessions at five ESL/EFL-focused conferences (three in the U.S., one in Taiwan,
and one in the Republic of North Macedonia) what adjectives they would use to describe the
best and worst language teaching and/or learning activities they had taught or experienced. The
anonymous surveys were conducted at sessions that focused on task engagement, and the
voluntary data were used as part of the conference presentation to demonstrate concepts of task
engagement to the audience. The reason for the open-ended questions was to see whether and
how the respondents addressed engagement elements and what other aspects of the activities
were salient to them. The survey was created using Google Forms and was completed by the
respondents on their own devices during the conference sessions. One hundred and seventy-
seven students and teachers completed the informal survey; no return rate was calculated. The
informal surveys, which were conducted while the study was in progress, were analyzed using
the same coding scheme and process as the formal surveys. The total number of codes assigned
was 606. Initial inter-rater agreement was 89%, and then all codes were reconciled through
discussion to 100%. The data were input into a spreadsheet and descriptive statistics conducted.
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While it may be true, as Oga-Baldwin (2019) asserts, that language learners who “are getting
high quality input, producing regular output, repeating their practice, and being instructed on
the form of the language” (p. 22) are likely to be engaged, the study data from language learners
and educators and the broader literature provide both a wider and deeper view of both the
definition and components of task engagement. The results contribute to an evidence-based
model based in theory of language task engagement, which was created based on a series of
discussions by the research team of the overall patterns in all of the data.

Findings and Interpretations

The findings from the literature and survey data support the set of facilitators and indicators in
the model in Figure 2. The literature contributed relatively more to the task elements and
outcomes constructs in the model, while all of the data were considered equally for the
facilitators and indicators. This section explains and describes each part of the model, based on
the literature, the data analysis, or both, and it includes the relative contribution of each. All
student and teacher comments were used verbatim from the formal surveys.

Level of I Task E

Indicators of task engagement

Figure 2. Model of Language Task Engagement.

* Behavioral
o Participants
o Attention
o Effort
o Persistence
o Cognitive
Language Task E o Curiosity
Facilitator o Time flying
o Sense of control

o Authenticity o Language repair
o Relevance * Emotional
o Value o Positive affect

« Social Interaction * Agentive
o With peers o Self-reflection
o With teacher o Ownership
o Focused * Social

* Learning support o Willingness to communicate
o Process
2 Provg.ress Language Task Language Task Outcomes
o Ability Elements )

o Interest * Language achievement
o Situational e Content/ Topic * Content achievement
o Personal o Instructional groupings o Task performance

e Autonomy o Strategies o Quality
o Choice ¢ Resources o Quantity
o Control e Goals o Attitudes

leads to e :
* Challenge ® Process — * Metacognitive strategies
e Tools
o Assessment
e Product

Language Task Elements

Based on a synthesis of descriptions in the literature review, elements of a task include all
aspects of a task that a teacher can design, from choice of topic and content to the product the
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students produce. Future research can show the elements where task engagement makes the
biggest difference for language learners.

Task Engagement Facilitators

Based on the literature review and survey data, the research team identified six primary
facilitators that may enhance language task engagement when integrated into task components
and perceived by learners. The collected data does not suggest to what extent or in how many
task components these facilitators should be integrated; this appears to be context-based and
remains a topic for future research. Table 4 provides frequencies for the six facilitators gleaned
from the formal survey data. A description of each facilitator with additional findings follows.

Table 4. Frequencies of Comments about Facilitators in the Formal Survey Data.

Frequencies of Comments on the Facilitators

Facilitator Teachers Students Total
Authenticity 141 670 811
Social interaction 120 560 680
Learning support 81 400 481
Interest 61 388 449
Autonomy 46 171 217
Challenge 10 112 122

Authenticity. Overall, learner perceptions of authenticity in the formal surveys (811
comments) support the literature that proposes it as a core facilitator of language task
engagement (present in about a third of the literature reviewed). The informal surveys also
support this finding, with authenticity as the most-mentioned facilitator, with 83 overall
comments. Authenticity has been defined in the literature in various ways. This includes the
genuineness of materials and cultural practices exemplifying the native speaker community
(Widdowson, 1996), the use of real-life langue and language in conveying a real message
(Benson & Voller, 1997), and meaningful real social/classroom communication, negotiation,
and interaction (Guariento & Morely, 2001). Svalberg (2018) posits the notion of “engagement
with language” (p. 21) in instructed language contexts, basing it on the construct of
meaningfulness, which includes the concepts of purposefulness, utility, and enjoyment.

A synthesis of the literature reviewed for this study further provides a broad definition of
authenticity as learner perceptions of relevance and value of a task, which may be embodied in
different task components in different ways. Our findings underscored three aspects of
authenticity: connections, self-efficacy, and meeting learning needs/goals. First, learners
appear to perceive authenticity in a task when it makes personal connections. These include
connections to learners’ lives outside of class (i.e., their backgrounds, cultures, interests, etc.),
to their previous learning, to their future learning, and/or to the task topics and tools. As one
student said, if the students “don’t see a point, learning won’t begin.” Another added that
teachers should use topics from the “daily lives of students.” A teacher commented that students
are more likely to be engaged when “They are valued for who they are, their learning and
growth, and their contributions to their peers’ and teacher’s development.”
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Further, the surveys indicated that when students feel confident/ self-efficacious the task can
help them to successfully achieve their personal learning goals and they are more apt to actively
participate in and accomplish the tasks. Third, learners noted that they find a task authentic
when they perceive it as addressing their language, life, and academic goals. For example, one
student stated that activities should help them with “self-improvement not just the language,”
while another remarked that teachers “have the responsibility to also teach humanism, what is
the basic right and wrong...stimulate [students’] minds and help them develop [as
individuals].”

Social interaction. As noted in the literature review, a large body of research across various
perspectives, i.e., cognitive (e.g., Ahn, 2016; Coyle, 2007; Robinson & Ellis, 2008),
sociocultural (e.g., Duff, 2007; Norton, 2000; Peterson, 2012), and sociocognitive (e.g.,
Atkinson, 2014; Batstone, 2010; Han & Hyland, 2019), discusses the essential role of
interaction in support of learners’ engagement in language learning, and ultimately in their
language achievement. The cognitive perspective, emphasizing processing language input and
producing output, sees interaction as participatory experiences in social contexts where learners
can negotiate meaning or form (Robinson & Ellis, 2008). The sociocultural perspective
considers interaction as a way to acquire language and establish new identities (Norton, 2000).
The sociocognitive perspective, which combines the above two perspectives, underlines the
importance of both language use and interaction (Batstone, 2010).

However, the survey respondents perceived social interaction more pragmatically as
communication between teacher and learner or learner and learner. According to the formal
survey, types of interaction opportunities favored by students and teachers include interaction
with peers (127 mentions), teachers (100 mentions), specific others such as native speakers and
experts (25 mentions), and other non-specified social interaction such as discussion and
conversation (428 mentions). As one student explained, “I’d like to be involved in a discussion,
because I can organize my own views and understand the thoughts of various people. This is
the activity that you will learn best about the subject.” Another student noted that social
interaction “helps students relax and form bonds with each other.” Some of the Macedonian
students suggested ideas like, “It would be interesting and good if we had an opportunity to
spend our lessons with a native speaker.” In addition, effective communication with teachers
was highlighted in the survey responses. One student suggested that teachers “communicating
with students is a key factor that either makes or breaks the atmosphere,” while another stated
that teachers should be “collaborative but not [too] much friendly.”

With 44 comments, social interaction was the third most mentioned facilitator in the informal
surveys, which supports both the literature and the formal surveys around the perceived
importance of social interaction to task engagement (Dao, 2020). However, a few dissenting
voices from learners noted that they preferred to work individually, asserting that, “...in
classes, not everyone likes to collaborate or participate.”

Learning support. A large body of literature shows that certain types of learning support from
teachers can assist student engagement in learning activities: building positive teacher-student
relationships; showing personal interest in or concern for students; promoting students’ needs,
interests, and goals; supporting students’ need for autonomy; employing relevant learning
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activities; presenting various types of performance feedback; providing scaffolds and structure
to learning; and explicitly directing students’ learning in structured tasks (see, e.g., Nufiez &
Leon, 2019; Reeve, 2013; Shernoff, Ruzek, & Sinha, 2017; Tian & Zhou, 2020; van Uden,
Ritzen, & Pieters, 2014). Additionally, other specific types of learning support, such as using
humor, rewards, and visuals, have been found effective to support language learning (e.g., Bell
& Pomerantz, 2015; Curry & Lillis, 2004, Kiss & Weninger, 2017).

The formal survey respondents also identified many of these literature-based practices. They
commented 481 times on 18 distinct areas of learning support that they perceived as important.
Among them, individualized feedback, equal support of all students, and clear instructions were
among the most often mentioned. Two of the participants who responded in Arabic indicated
that they needed “to be given the opportunity to ask about anything in the lecture such as the
translation of unknown words and [for the teacher]| to not refuse to translate some words
assuming that students are supposed to be familiar with them.” A Macedonian student
suggested that,

Generally, students are not motivated to do academic work and extracurricular activities on
their own (it is responsibility of both parties). A good teacher needs to know in which direction
the class is moving and plan activities for mixed-ability classes. Then to engage all students in
activities, usually the same ones discuss issues in class, the shy ones are silent most of the time.

In the informal surveys, 40 comments mentioned learning support as part of the “best” language
learning activity, while 19 items stated that a lack of learning support was part of their worst
learning activity. The findings not only provide evidence that students perceive the teacher as
responsible for supporting their learning, but also that they believe that teachers should help
students support each other as much as possible; this makes learning support an essential
element in the model.

Interest. The reviewed literature suggests that interest is one of the most crucial facilitators of
task engagement; however, the type of interest that matters most remains unclear. Situational
interest, for example, includes aspects such as novelty, exploration, challenge, and instant
enjoyment of the subject matter (Ainley, 2012; Janna, 2019). Ainley suggests that when
personal interest aligns with the content taught, it can promote situational interest, allowing
students with higher initial interest to persist longer in tasks. The author contends that personal
interest, on the other hand, involves learners’ relatively permanent individual preferences based
on real-life interests and values that may or may not be reflected and/or maintained in the
learning environment.

Scholars and participants noted interest as an important facilitator of task engagement. In the
formal surveys, 449 comments addressed interest. In the informal surveys, 81 comments
mentioned interest as an important aspect of engagement in the best language learning activities
and 110 comments addressed the idea that lack of interest was part of their worst activities.
One Arabic student called for more personally interesting tasks for “developing the curriculum
to include practical activities rather than teaching theories.” Another student expressed the
desire to include in the curriculum “stories and novels. I want to read them because they are
enjoyable, and they impress/ interest me and grab my attention.” Many of the surveyed students
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mentioned their positive engagement in online activities and games and stated that those tasks
captivated their interest, were most efficient for learning, and made them want more.

Autonomy. Autonomy refers to learners’ ability to exercise control over their learning; it is
characterized by choice and responsibility (Benson & Voller, 1997). Existing scholarship sheds
much light on the specific benefits of autonomy. Specifically, the impetus of language learning
comes intrinsically from the learner, which puts learner autonomy at the heart of the process of
language learning (Little, 2007; Nunez & Leon, 2019). In addition, the right amount of
autonomy, measured through student input, teacher observation, and trial and error in different
tasks, can support learners’ engagement and ultimately enhance learning outcomes (e.g.,
Nakamura, Phung, & Reinders, 2020; Nufez & Leon, 2019; Reeve, 2013; Shernoff et al.,
2017). When learners are allowed to make significant decisions about what is to be learned,
along with how, when, where, and why to learn, they are more likely to be motivated and
engaged in the learning task (Mozgalina, 2015). Further, when learners take responsibility for
their own learning, such as monitoring their learning process and evaluating their learning
outcomes, they are more likely to experience task engagement (Jang, Reeve, & Deci, 2010).

Respondents to the formal surveys mentioned autonomy far less than other facilitators, with a
total of 217 mentions out of 2,760 comments (see Table 4). Further, it appears that culture/
educational background may play a role in perceptions of autonomy. The data do not explain
this phenomenon; however, some Macedonian students did address their desire for control
during tasks such as discussion, stating that teachers should be “giving students the freedom to
talk to each other. If the teacher wants to give their own opinion on the matter, they should do
so in short and clear sentences, instead of taking over the whole discussion.” In other words,
while some of the respondents did not mention autonomy or choice as something they
perceived or wanted, others within the same language group or of the same educational
background did. In the informal surveys, autonomy was mentioned only five times as being
important to the “best” language learning activity. While autonomy may be of more importance
to some students than others, it remains a facilitator of task engagement in general.

Challenge. According to flow theory (Csikszentmihdlyi, 1990), when learners’ skill levels
align with the level of task difficulty, learners optimize their learning by experiencing flow
(i.e., full involvement and enjoyment in learning). Second language acquisition research has
also found that task engagement can be facilitated when learners’ skill levels match the
challenges of a language learning task (e.g., Czimmermann & Piniel, 2016; Egbert, 2003). This
indicates that language tasks should provide challenge at an optimal level so that the task pushes
learners to think and invest effort rather than being bored or disengaged (Aubrey, King, &
Almukhaild, 2020; Shernoff, 2013). Although found in the language learning literature as a
salient aspect of student engagement (Pawlak, et al., 2020), participants mentioned challenge
the least number of times on the formal surveys; the teachers mentioned it 10 times, whereas
students made 112 comments that focused on this facilitator. Some anecdotes suggest that this
relatively low number might stem from students’ inability to consider that levels of challenge
in their educational systems can change, or they might consider other aspects more important
in considering engagement. Keeping with this same pattern, only 11 comments in the informal
surveys indicated that sufficient challenge was part of their best learning activity.
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Overall, students and teachers recognized that engagement supports learning, and teachers
recognized this same idea, noting that engaged students do better work. The survey data
uncovered strong patterns to support existing scholarship around the facilitators of learning
support, social interaction, and authenticity. Additional but weaker patterns arose for interest,
autonomy, and challenge. No other facilitators rose to the level of “pattern,” i.e., had enough
support in the data or the literature, to be considered central to language task engagement, but
future research may discover others.

Level of Task Engagement (Indicators)

The model posits that, when students are engaged by the facilitators integrated into their
language tasks, they should exhibit signs of their level of engagement. These signs, or
indicators, synthesized from existing scholarship, fall into five main categories: behavioral,
cognitive, emotional, agentive, and social.

Behavioral. Teachers can tap into students’ behavior as an indicator of language task
involvement (Assor, Kaplan & Roth, 2002; Henrie, Halverson, & Graham, 2015; Law, Chung,
Leung, & Wong, 2017). As one teacher responded, “I can discern from their body language
whether they are engaged or not,” and another noted, “I can tell they are engaged when I have
to struggle to interrupt them (and they are working).” The literature suggested that teachers can
observe how often and how much students participate and in what language, the focus and
length of their attention, the effort they appear to put toward the task, their paralinguistic
behaviors such as speaking louder, their persistence in the face of challenges, time limits, and
other potential distractors. The literature provides examples such as when a student constantly
sighs loudly and leans away from his or her desk, this can be taken as a sign of frustration or
even disengagement. It also suggests that across contexts and cultures, not all students will
outwardly display the same engagement behaviors. For example, one student might look
around the classroom, seemingly disengaged but actually thinking hard about the task, while
another might stare at the assigned text but not think about it at all. When teachers know their
students well, they might obtain a better idea about what their students’ behaviors indicate.
However, the literature indicates that teachers might find it more effective during instruction
to use indicators in addition to these behavioral ones to evaluate how engaged their students
are.

Cognitive. Cognitive engagement can be challenging to detect since it entails mental
processing, such as students’ understanding of and focus on content (Assor, Kaplan, & Roth,
2002; Henry & Thorsen, 2018). Various scholars have attempted a number of assessment tools
to identify it, for example: self-report reflections (Henrie, Halverson, & Graham, 2015); use of
strategies (Pintrich & De Groot,1990); introspective interviews (see van Uden, Ritzen, &
Pieters, 2014), and language output (Dao, 2019). The literature review indicated that cognitive
indicators were the most difficult to assess.

Emotional. Emotion/affect can also be a major indicator of level of engagement (Han &
Hyland, 2015; Sato, 2017). Positive affect is seen as part of deeper engagement, while displays
of negative affect can indicate less engagement or complete disengagement. Studies support
the use of physical emotion indicators such as laughter, signs of interest, positive reactions to
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tasks, and peer and faculty relationships to ascertain whether and to what level students are
engaged; others posit that student self-reports can be used, such as an emotion or enjoyment
survey or questionnaire items (for examples of studies that address emotional indicators of
engagement, see Dao, 2019; Early et. al, 2014; Gunuc & Kuzu, 2015). While instruments do
exist that purport to measure emotional indicators of engagement (see, for example, Kim, Park,
Cozart, & Lee, 2015), they have not been integrated into an overall measure of task engagement
and have not been used in the field of language learning.

Agentive. Levels of student agency have recently gained focus in the literature as an indicator
of engagement (see, e.g., Dornyei, 2008; Henry & Thorsen, 2019; Nufiez & Leon, 2019; York,
2020). While cognitive indicators address mental processes, this indicator focuses on student
action upon the learning activities, or, as Henry and Thorsen (2019) indicate, students “not only
react to learning activities, but also proact upon them” (p. 5). Agentive indicators can be seen
when tasks are designed to allow students a sense of belonging and self-expression. This sense
of control is embodied in the autonomy facilitator. Several teachers commented on student
agency, noting that engagement occurred when the teacher “[gives] them every opportunity to
be leaders in and out of the classroom,” and when they “have the opportunity to create their
own [research] questions.” Future research can provide both measures of and evidence around
this indicator.

Social. While some scholars categorize willingness to communicate as a behavioral indicator
of engagement, others have assigned it to the category of social indicators (Almetev, 2018;
Mercer, 2019). Teachers noted specific contexts in which this indicator was present; for
example, “if they have a particular role within the group, this makes them feel that their
contribution matters, no matter how small it is.” This distinction is an area for future research.

Overall, if students are experiencing some level of language task engagement, it can be
measured in part by observing their actions and affect. However, this is a simplistic view of
measuring a complex construct, and other measures of cognitive, agentive, and social indicators
may provide a more thorough understanding of the nature and extent of language task
engagement.

Outcomes

As noted previously, scholars basically agree that task engagement can lead to achievement
(see Hiver, et al., 2021, for example), but they vary widely in what outcomes they address. For
example, while some studies emphasize social outcomes (e.g., Ainley, 2012), others investigate
performance and assessment (e.g., Craig, 2016), while still others explore confidence and
achievement (e.g., Crick & Goldspink, 2014). Researchers and teachers can use the model
described in this article to examine all of these outcomes and more specific achievement in
language and content learning. The results of such studies can help to refine the model and add
to the literature base on language task engagement.
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Implications

Overall, the model presented in this study indicates that task engagement facilitators can be
integrated into one or more task elements to increase student engagement and support their
learning. In turn, teachers can monitor students’ levels of engagement (by observation, survey,
or other means) and revise instruction as appropriate. Some of the implications of this study’s
outcomes for teaching and research are discussed below.

Teaching

Using the proposed model as a reminder of how and in what aspects language teachers can
design engaging tasks may help them to gain a general proclivity toward engaging their
language learners. Once teachers know the interests, needs, and abilities of their students, they
can try out different combinations of facilitators and task elements from the model as they
design tasks to reach course goals. Because each classroom context is unique, it is not possible
to prescribe what teachers should do to engage their students, only what they may do based on
the model.

For example:

o Teachers can practice with different types of social interaction across tasks by including
pair work, group projects, or even making lectures more interactive with intermittent
questions or polls. The PollEverywhere and Kahoot apps are often mentioned in the
computer-assisted language learning literature as employed for this purpose.

e Authenticity can be integrated into tasks by basing tasks on language skills and
knowledge that the students will need to use outside of class. In other words, business
students might practice interviewing job seekers and science students might practice
writing a lab report rather than only completing generic speaking or writing tests.

o Interest might be incorporated by attending to student responses to an interest inventory
such as the one at https://edwp.educ.msu.edu/research/wp-
content/uploads/sites/10/2020/06/VALUE_StudentInterestInventory.pdf.

Interest may be spurred by gamification, use of technologies with which students are familiar,
and other materials and tools that are different from the norm in addition to including student
hobbies and non-academic texts.

e Student autonomy is supported by providing students with choices, from allowing them
to choose an essay topic to deciding who will be in their project group or which type of
assessment they will employ to demonstrate their mastery of the task objective.

Other engagement strategies that teachers might try exist around the web on education-based
sites such as Edutopia (e.g., https://www.edutopia.org/topic/student-engagement) and Tophat
(https://tophat.com/blog/student-engagement-strategies). In addition, teacher action research
around tasks that are built on the model and explored in classrooms could add to the knowledge

TESL-EJ 24.4, February 2021 Egbert, Shahrokni et al. 15



in the existing task engagement scholarship and provide a clearer understanding of task
engagement in a variety of language classroom contexts.

Future Research

Overall, as Oga-Baldwin (2019) notes, engagement is “a flexible set of constructs with many
measurement possibilities” (p. 3), and the next step in the research process involves integrating
and upgrading successful tools to collect task engagement and achievement data. These tools
need to reflect language task engagement in all its complexity.

In addition to future research suggested throughout this article, researchers might also explore
various combinations of individual task elements, facilitators, and indicators to shed more light
on the components of the model. For example, future research can provide a more systematic
view of the indicators, differentiating them from the facilitators and each other and providing
more information about the relationships among them. Further study can also provide evidence
on the relative importance of each of these indicators and how they relate to learning outcomes.

In other words, future research using the model can integrate both systemic and analytic aspects
looking for changes in patterns (and patterns of changes) across situated local findings
(Salomon, 1992). Researchers can ask broad questions such as “What levels of which language
task engagement facilitators, integrated into which task components, lead to what kind of
engagement indicators and to what outcomes?”” More specific questions that address narrower
issues include:

1. What role do culture, gender, and language proficiency level play in language task
engagement?

2. What is the connection between language learners’ perceived task engagement and
teachers’ perceived integration of engagement facilitators?

3. Whatroles can technology play in language task engagement? (Arnold & Ducate, 2019)

4. What, in a specific context, is the relationship between perceived or observed task
engagement and learning outcomes?

5. Are the facilitators and indicators effective across language contexts?

6. Do the facilitators and/or indicators work individually or interactively or in some other
way?

7. How can learners’ position on a continuum from not engaged to fully engaged be
captured and described?

8. How does disengagement occur during a classroom task and how can it be mitigated
during the task?

9. What is the teacher’s role in student engagement? (Oga-Baldwin & Nakata, 2020;
Pedler, Yeigh, & Hudson 2020)

Limitations
No single model, survey, or observation scheme can capture all the variables of complex
constructs such as language task engagement, but rigorous design, development, and testing of

instruments and studies, paired with fidelity in use of a model across contexts, can offer
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guidance for serving English language learners (ELLs) across the globe. This model will
certainly change over time, and we expect that future research will help to refine the constructs
and relationships posited here.
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Appendix A: Student Engagement Survey Focus Questions

Instructions: We want to help students learn effectively, and you can help by completing this
survey about your learning. Please answer the following questions as completely and
specifically as possible. Thanks for your help!

I was born in this country: —
My first language is: —
I am currently studying in this country. Please choose from the list.

Hong Kong
Indonesia
Iran

Libya
Macedonia
Swedish
Russia

Saudi Arabia
South Korea
Taiwan
Ukraine

UsS

Other: What country? —

I am in this academic level or school. Please choose from the list.

Elementary
Secondary
College/university
Adult Education
Other: What level?

I think my English is at this level. Please choose from the list.
Beginner

Intermediate

Advanced

I consider myself. Please choose from the list.

Male

Female
Other
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1. What are your favorite classroom language learning activities? List your three favorite
activities here.

2. Why are these your favorite language activities? What is it about them that you like?

3. What activities would you LIKE to do in class that you don’t usually do? Why do you
want to do these activities?

4. In your opinion, what should a good language teacher do in class? Why?
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Appendix B: Teacher Engagement Survey Focus Questions

Instructions: We want to help students learn effectively, and you can help by completing this
survey about your teaching. Please answer the following questions as completely and
specifically as possible. Thanks for your help!

I was born in this country:
My first language is: —
I am currently teaching in this country: —

Hong Kong
Indonesia
Iran

Libya
Macedonia
Swedish
Russia

Saudi Arabia
South Korea
Taiwan
Ukraine

UsS

Other: What country?

I am teaching in this academic level or school. Please choose from the list.

Elementary
Secondary
College/university
Adult Education
Other: What level?

I have been teaching English for this amount of time. Please choose from the list.
0-5 years
5-10 years

10-20 years
More than 20 years
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I consider myself. Please choose from the list.
Male
Female

Other

1. In my English classes, I try to engage my students by —
2. In their English class, my students are engaged when —
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1. Demographic Codes

Instructions: Code one question at a time. Parse the data into different ideas before applying
codes. While coding, highlight any data that might be useful as a quote or example in the paper.
No periods between code labels (example, 11 NOT 1.1)

List of Countries

[N T NS T NG T NG T NG T NG T NG T NG i S S S g Y T
QAR UN~RS 0NN DRWNR,OPXIN B WD~

Australia
Bhutan
Canada
China
Egypt
England
Germany
Greece
Hong Kong

. India

. Indonesia
. Iran

. Korea

. Libya

. Macedonia
. Malaysia

. Poland

. Qatar

. Russia

. Saudi Arab
. Taiwan

. Turkey

. Ukraine

. US

. Yemen

. Yugoslavia
. OTHER

Languages

— e e e e e e e
PdAANNDE DN =PI WD —

Albanian

Arabic

Azeri

Bosnian

Chinese (Cantonese/Mandarin)
Czech

English

Greek

Indonesian

. Korean

. Macedonian

. Polish

. Persian/Farsi/Lori
. Russian

. Spanish

. Turkish

. Ukrainian

. OTHER

List of Academic levels (for both teachers and students)

M
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Elementary

Secondary

College/University
Adult Education

OTHER
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List of Students’ Perceived Proficiency levels

1. Beginner

2. Intermediate
3.  Advanced

4. OTHER

List of Gender types (for both teachers and students)

1. Male
2. Female
3. OTHER

List of Teachers’ Years of Teaching

1. 0-5

2. 5-10

3. 10-20

4. More than 20 years
5. OTHER

2. Coding Scheme for Task Engagement Surveys

Task Components

1 Topic or content (“I like speaking”;
however, if the student says,“l like
speaking in debates,” the main idea is
debate and is a strategy that is used to
teach/practice speaking)

1. Culture (as a general topic or
content)

2. Exam prep

3. Grammar/Syntax
4. Interdisciplinary
5. Life

6. Listening

7.  Literature

8. Pronunciation

9. Reading

TESL-EJ 24.4, February 2021

Engagement Facilitators

4 Authenticity

1. Connections to self/students (e.g.,
their first language or culture; student-
centered/ students particular needs;
personalizing; backgrounds

2. Connection to previous academics
/previous knowledge

3. Connection to future academics/
future knowledge

4. Connection to the “real world”

5. OTHER connections (to topic, to
tools, etc.)
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10. Research

11. Speaking

12. Teaching

13. Vocabulary

14. Writing

15. OTHER topic/content

2 Tools

1. Tech (videos, cell phones,
podcasts, audio files)

2. Flash cards

3. OTHER tools

3 Teaching Strategies/Techniques

1. Active learning

2. Analyzing text/ language
3. Integrate the arts

4. Brainstorming

5. Civic engagement

6. Competition

7

. Creating/ producing /Making
models (students)

8.  Critical literacy

9. Debate

10. Discovery learning

11. Drawing

12. Exercises/drills

13. Gamification

14. Hands-on

15. Independent work

16. Change lecture/don’t lecture/
17. Physical movement

18. Learning outside of the classroom
19. Play (games like Scrabble as a
teaching/ learning strategy)

20. Poetry reading

21. Giving presentations

22. Problem solving

23. Projects

24. Reading out loud

25. Role play (student or teacher)
26. Service learning

27. Singing

28. Speaking practice

29. Storytelling

6. Self-efficacy (e.g., confidence;
pride; weakness; comfort)

7. Meets Ss’ needs/goalsin or is
important to

1. Language (build fluency,
increase skills, expand language
knowledge, produce,
apply; target culture;
ownership)

2. Life (How to work in teams;
How to know right from wrong;
All human aspects of learning;
Self -improvement tasks; critical
thinking/creativity)

3. Academic (other than language:
study skills, learn things)

8. OTHER authenticity

5 Social interaction (in general; e.g.,
discussion, interaction, groups, group
work with roles, cooperation, social
communication, share and listen,
collaboration)

1. With peers (specifically — pairs or
groups)

2. With teacher (specifically)

3. With specific others (e.g., native
speakers, experts)

4. OTHER social interaction (not
specified, e.g., “discussion”)

6 Challenge

(Pushes students, makes think, too easy,
boring, accessible)

1. Easier/ less challenge/ simple

2. More difficult/ more challenge

3.  OTHER challenge

7 Autonomy

(e.g., Control, not compulsory class,
choice, S self-assessment, S discussion
leads, student ownership, student
agency, freedom, “express my
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30. OTHER strategy/ technique/
activity

3. Coding Guidelines

opinion,” participation, peer instruction,
peer lecture,)

1. Less autonomy

2. More autonomy

3. OTHER autonomy

8 Learning Support

1. Clear assessments

2. Humor/ other

conducive atmosphere

3. Encouragement

4. Equal support of all students
5. Specific explanations/ clear
instructions

6. Academic feedback

7. Clear goals

8. Handouts (rubric, reading guide,
checklist)

9. Modelling by teacher

10. Multisensory

11. Questioning

12. Rewards

13. Individual support

14. Visuals

15. Wait time

16. Warm ups

17. Enough work time

18. OTHER support

9 Interest (c.g., fun, creative,
competitive, varied, interesting)

1. Use punctuation as an indicator of where the writer intended to include a new idea. A
list that includes commas, for example, probably has several ideas.
2. For data that falls into “other,” use the last code (i.e., “OTHER”), NOT the top code, in

each section.

3. Remember not to read anything into the data — you can only code what they have
said, not what you think they have said or intended to say! For example, problem-
solving is not necessarily hands-on or discovery learning, so code it “problem-solving”
or “other” only. As another example, “sharing” can be interactive OR one-way, so if it
doesn’t say by who to whom, it’s not necessarily social interaction. Interaction has to

be two way.
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4. Each data point can only have one code, so decide what the point is. For example, if a
student says “unique product,” is the point that it’s “unique” or that they are producing
something?

5. In one student comment if there is the same code (group work and peer work, e.g.),
code it ONCE. If the ideas are conceptually different (e.g., peer interaction and teacher
interaction), code each.

6. Code into the most detailed category, but don’t push it into a detailed category (again,

only code what it says, not what you think it means).

Copyright rests with authors. Please cite TESL-EJ appropriately.

TESL-EJ 24.4, February 2021 Egbert, Shahrokni et al. 34



